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On Feb. 13 in Philadelphia, over 2,400 Chilean fruit growers and exporters submitted a suit charging
the US government with negligence for US$212 million in damages. (See Chronicle 01/30/92,
02/11/92 for previous coverage of suit.) In March 1989, upon discovery of two grapes containing
traces of cyanide, the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) urged consumers to throw away
Chilean fruit and to avoid buying any more at the time. Canada, Japan, and several European and
Middle Eastern nations, among others, joined the US ban. Thousands of boxes of grapes, apples,
pears and other fruit were examined and destroyed without any further discovery of traces of
manipulation or negligence. The Chileans say the grapes were contaminated while they were under
the control of the FDA. Attorney Edward W. Madeira Jr. of Philadelphia law firm Pepper, Hamilton
and Scheetz, said the plaintiffs lost money on fruit they could not sell in the US or other countries
and on fruit sold at depressed prices. The claim also covers the costs of destroying the fruit and of
FDA inspection. The lawsuit charges that the FDA banned the grapes on the basis of fundamentally
unsound and negligent scientific procedures. According to plaintiffs, assembly line conditions
prevailed in the Philadelphia FDA laboratory, and the agency ignored its own lab procedures.
The FDA could never explain how inspectors found the only two grapes laced with cyanide in a
shipment of hundreds of boxes of fruit. Experts at the University of California contracted by the
Chilean government concluded that the grapes could not have been poisoned in Chile, since the
cyanide would have evaporated, and the fruit would have arrived with no trace after the ocean
voyage to Philadelphia. Chile exports about US$500 million worth of fruit per year to the US. (Basic
data from Associated Press, 02/13/92; Agence France-Presse, Spanish news service EFE, 02/14/92)
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